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        For my readers, who help to make the season bright!
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        * * *

      

      I settle into Rigel’s arms with a happy sigh as the last slow dance begins, signaling the end of Jewel High’s Winter Formal. I’ve had a wonderful time tonight with Rigel and the other four members of our newly-formed “Bond Squad”—a fitting reward after the harrowing events of last weekend. All six of us put our lives on the line, defying impossible odds by using our combined powers to avert a terrible disaster.

      I’ll say. How many times have we come crazy close to dying now? Rigel thinks to me, using the special telepathy our graell bond allows.

      Individually? Or together?

      His chuckle vibrates against my cheek, pressed to his chest. Combined, at least half a dozen. I’d say we’ve earned a break, he silently declares. Hopefully a good, long one!

      I wholeheartedly agree.

      As the music winds down, I take a last look around the paper-snowflake-festooned high school gym—an oasis of normalcy amid what too often feels like a scary sci-fi novel. Whatever happens after I graduate high school in another year and a half, I’ll miss moments like these.

      Still, a thread of worry mars my contentment when my wandering gaze falls on my oldest friend, Brianna Morrison. She’s partnered tonight by Liam Walsh, one of the newer Echtran students. A few feet away Debbi Andrews, my other best Duchas friend, is dancing with Liam’s twin brother, Lucas.

      Yesterday, when Bri and Deb told me about their dates, I barely hid my shock. I knew they’d asked Kira to drop hints to the Walsh boys, but I didn’t think she really would. Or that the guys would follow through if she did. I wonder now if my friends would look as happy if they knew their dates recently moved here from Mars? Not that I, or anyone else, will tell them that.

      Given that, I can’t imagine either couple’s relationships will progress much past a single dance date. Especially since Bri confided to me that Lucas had to be persuaded by Liam to ask Deb to the dance. Not surprising. Lucas strikes me as more level-headed than his brother, who tends to be rather impulsive. Like Bri.

      On that thought, I glance over at the only other Echtran-Duchas pair in the room—Alan Dempsey and Trina Squires. Two weeks ago, I half-jokingly suggested Molly and Tristan nudge those two toward each other, to test their new bond-enhanced persuasive abilities. It obviously worked. But now, seeing Trina’s besotted smile and Alan’s slightly warier one, I realize that might not have been the best idea.

      Looking back at Bri and Deb and their dates, my concern there mostly dissipates. They all seem happy tonight, and neither Walsh brother is the type to lead a girl on, knowing things can’t really go anywhere. I trust even Liam to let Bri down easily, if necessary—unlike jerk-face Gary Chambers, who actually admitted he dumped her because she’s biracial.

      I just hope—

      I break off that thought when I notice Rigel smiling down at me with a knowing look. I smile back.

      That’s better, he thinks to me. I know you tend to borrow trouble, but don’t do it tonight, okay? Especially about something as trivial as your friends’ love lives, or lack thereof.

      You’re right, I reply. Anyway, winter break starts tomorrow, so I don’t need to worry about things getting out of hand there for at least two weeks. Right now, I’d much rather focus on my own love life.

      I tilt my face up for a kiss and Rigel willingly obliges me, obliterating all other thoughts until he raises his head.

      But then I regard him curiously. “You’re keeping some kind of secret from me, aren’t you? I thought I sensed it earlier, but now I’m sure. ”

      He gives me a sheepish grin. “Sometimes I wish I were better at controlling my thoughts around you. Okay, yes, I am keeping a secret—but it’s the good kind.”

      “Good kind?” I ask doubtfully.

      “You do realize it’s only a few days till Christmas, don’t you?” Amusement sparkles in his gorgeous hazel eyes. “People are allowed to have a few secrets this time of year. You’ll find out what it is next week.”

      I sense a trace of insecurity in those last words, so quickly assure him I’ll love it, no matter what it is. “Though never as much as I love you,” I add.

      Rigel lowers his lips to mine and we finish out the dance with another wonderful kiss.
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        * * *

      

      Diamond Street is mobbed. I figured it would be, just two days before Christmas. Because Jewel, Indiana is known for its custom jewelry and artisan craft shops, people come here from all over the state to do last-minute shopping. But this is what I get for waiting so long to commission M’s Christmas present from Glitterby’s.

      I hoped it would be ready sooner but they got so backed up, it was only this morning they called to say it’s ready for me to pick up. So here I am in the middle of this mob scene, slowly making my way along the crowded sidewalk past Belinda’s Books, Quilt World and the Jewel Art Gallery. As I go, I pick up brath from more than one Echtran—not surprising, since nearly two hundred of us live in Jewel now.

      Even though there shouldn’t be any dangerous Echtrans in Jewel now, I still glance at each one I sense, just in case. Though how I’d be able to tell, I don’t know. It’s only when M and I are touching that I can tap into her ability to sense emotions and intentions. By myself, all I can do is gauge expressions and make best guesses.

      Maybe when M and I meet at Dream Cream in about twenty minutes, we should try a more thorough probe for anyone in town with evil on their mind. Just to be safe.

      I finally reach Glitterby’s, which is as packed as the street outside. I should have expected this, too, since their glass and crystal art and jewelry probably make great gifts. M ordered my Orion dreamcatcher from here for my birthday last year. Which is what inspired my idea for her Christmas present this year.

      “Now, now, Gladys,” old Agatha Payton, the proprietor, is saying to a woman at the counter as I come through the door. “Just one bag of beignets per purchase. And no, I can’t sell you more, sorry. I’m not licensed to sell food here, so all I can do is offer my famous beignets as little extras—lagniappes, as they say in New Orleans—to boost business.”

      “Famous? Hah!” someone else in line for the register scoffs. “Only in your own mind, Agatha.”

      The shop owner glares at the scoffer, a woman who looks nearly as old as Agatha herself, despite her improbably bright red hair. “That’s enough out of you, Ethel Ann,” she snaps. “Every year you run down my beignets, but every year you want more than your share.”

      The redheaded woman just snorts and shakes her head, turning away to look at a purple glass statuette of an orchid on a nearby shelf.

      “Everybody knows I make the best beignets in Indiana,” Agatha continues, jutting out her chin. “Spent a whole year in New Orleans when I was a young thing, I did. Learned the trick from a handsome fellow who worked at the Café du Monde itself.”

      Several customers immediately pipe up to say how much they look forward to Agatha’s beignets every year. “Why, it wouldn’t be Christmas time without them,” the woman at the register declares.

      “Thank you, dearie.” Agatha smiles. “Now, is this all you need today? I can giftwrap it if you want to come back.”

      “No, I’ll wrap it myself at home, thanks. I need to be going.”

      Nodding, Agatha rolls the two glass vases in tissue and puts them in a bag. “Here you are, then. And your beignets, of course!” She hands the woman a little bag of red cellophane, through which three things that look like powdered-sugar doughnut holes are visible. “Enjoy!”

      The line’s still long as I take my place at the end of it. I’m starting to worry I’ll be late to meet M when old Agatha spots me.

      “Hey there, Rigel!” she calls out. “That’s right, everyone, I’m on a first name basis with Jewel High’s star quarterback there. I’ve got your package right over here, all wrapped and ready.” She points at a small collection of gaily wrapped boxes on a table near the register, each topped by a red cellophane bag tied with a green ribbon.

      “Star or not, he can wait his turn to pay like the rest of us,” the woman in front of me complains—the same red-haired one who scoffed before.

      Agatha grimaces at her. “Ethel Ann, I’ve been telling you for twenty years that if you don’t like the way I run my business, you’re more than welcome to shop elsewhere. But anything to get you out of my store quicker. Here, you can be next, then I’ll be free to enjoy the company of this handsome young man without your impertinence.”

      With a self-satisfied smile, Ethel Ann steps up to the cash register with an armful of glass knick-knacks. Once they’re wrapped and rung up, she digs a credit card out of her purse.

      “Your prices are highway robbery, you know that, Agatha,” she comments sourly, shaking her head. “Nearly two hundred dollars for a bunch of stuff that’ll probably break in shipping anyway.” She snorts. “Now, where are my beignets?”

      Agatha’s eyebrows go up. “What, the ones you said are no good? I figured you wouldn’t want any.”

      “They’re at least edible,” Ethel Ann allows. “Honestly, as much money as I spend here, I ought to get two bags. You at least owe me one.”

      “Guess you plan to literally eat your words, then, eh?” Agatha lets out a cackle. “But if that’s what it’ll take to get you out the door, fine.”

      Reaching over, Agatha plucks the cellophane bag off the top of M’s little gift box, removes the sticker with my name, and hands it to the woman. “Serve you right if you choke on one.” Then she leans over and whispers to me, “Those were getting a little stale anyway, Rigel. If you wait a minute, I’ll have Janie get you some fresh ones from the back, still warm from the deep fryer.”

      “Um, okay. I’ve never had a beignet before, I don’t think.”

      “Then you are in for a treat, young man,” Agatha assures me, ringing up M’s present. Handing me my receipt, she glances sharply toward the door. “Don’t you dare open that bag in here, Ethel Ann!” she calls out. “You’ll get powdered sugar all over my clean floor.”

      Ethel Ann smirks over her shoulder, then deliberately removes the ribbon from her cellophane bag. She makes an irritated little “tch!” sound as she reaches inside, then pulls out a pastry and pops it into her mouth. Powdered sugar goes everywhere, exactly like Agatha predicted.

      “Why you insufferable, obnoxious—!” Agatha starts to exclaim, but breaks off when the other woman suddenly clutches at her chest.

      Her bag of purchases falls to the floor with a tinkle of broken glass just before Ethel Ann collapses, right on top of it.

      For an instant, the shop is silent. Then a babble of voices break out.

      “Oh, Lordy, Agatha finally did her in!” “Must’ve been the beignet!” “Ethel Ann’s always been a nasty piece of work but I never thought Agatha would actually kill her!”

      A couple of people rush over to help the woman on the floor while others shout, “Somebody call 9-1-1!” and “Is anybody here a doctor?”

      My mother is, but she’s not here—and I unfortunately don’t share her Healer ability. I’m pulling out my phone to call her when old Agatha grabs my arm.

      Turning, I see her staring at her fallen foe, clearly aghast. “Is she… Is she…?”

      A younger woman kneeling next to Ethel Ann puts an ear to her chest. “I don’t hear a heartbeat. Does anyone know CPR?”

      “I do, I’m a nurse,” another woman says, hurrying forward.

      “So do I,” claims the only other male in the store.

      The nurse begins chest compressions on the unconscious woman while Agatha tightens her grip on my arm. She’s so pale, I’m afraid to move in case she falls down, too. In the distance, I hear sirens.

      Looks like I’ll be late meeting you, I send silently to M, since calling her right now would be awkward.

      What’s wrong? I hear sirens! Her thought is accompanied by alarm.

      A customer just collapsed in Glitterby’s. Someone called 9-1-1. Afraid they might be too late, though.

      As the man takes over the chest compressions, a few accusing looks are directed Agatha’s way.

      “It wasn’t me!” she protests, still gripping my arm. “I never liked Ethel Ann, but I’d never spoil my beignets by poisoning them! Think what that would do to my reputation!”

      A moment later, a pair of EMTs come in, followed by Jewel’s police chief and another officer—roughly half of Jewel’s entire police force.

      The EMTs move quickly to Ethel Ann’s side, one continuing the CPR while the other opens a case containing defibrillator paddles and pulls up Ethel Ann’s blouse. “Everyone back, please,” he shouts out. “Clear!”

      “Yes, why don’t you all leave for now,” a shaky Agatha echoes to those remaining in the shop. She’s still clinging to my arm for support. “If you haven’t paid yet, just set your things down and come back later. Let’s give these men some space to work.”

      “No, everyone stay where you are,” Chief Willis raps out, frowning around at the small crowd. “Until we can rule out foul play, you’re all witnesses. Just stay put until we get statements from you.”

      As the EMTs repeatedly apply the paddles to the prone woman on the floor, I replay the last few minutes in my mind. The way Ethel Ann clutched her chest before falling, I assumed she had a sudden heart attack. Sure, the timing did look kind of suspicious, but nothing in that beignet could have affected her that quickly. She’d barely had time to swallow.

      What kind of poison could possibly work that fast? None I know of. At least…none normally found on Earth.

      “I’m so sorry, Rigel.” Agatha makes a ghastly attempt at a smile as she finally loosens her grip on my arm. “I guess your fresh beignets will have to wait.”

      I nod mechanically.

      “No, um, that’s fine.” I barely know what I’m saying. I’m too busy frantically, belatedly scanning the shop for any sign of Martian brath. I don’t sense any, but I also don’t know how many people left before Ethel Ann collapsed. Were any of them Echtrans? It now seems horribly likely.

      Because if that beignet was what killed Ethel Ann, the poison in it must have been intended for me.
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      Rounding the corner from Opal onto Diamond Street, I see two emergency vehicles with flashing lights in front of Glitterby’s, two blocks away.

      I quicken my pace. Rigel? I send in sudden panic. Are you still okay?

      I’m fine.

      The emotions I sense along with his reassurance tell me otherwise.

      Are you trapped there or something?

      After two long heartbeats during which I hurry another half block, he replies. We all are for the moment. Chief Willis wants statements from everyone.

      I breathe a little easier. At least he’s not being held hostage by yet another evil Echtran who wants him dead. That seems to be the first place my fears go these days. Not without cause, considering the number of threats he’s faced over the past year.

      A crowd, no doubt attracted by the sirens, lights and fast-spreading gossip, is gathered outside Glitterby’s. With difficulty, I push my way through, catching snippets of whispered speculation.

      “Sounds like old Agatha finally took care of Ethel Ann—permanently!” “To think, I’ve eaten her beignets for years and never—” “Agatha’s always been a might testy, but I never thought she’d—”

      I’m no longer able to pick up Rigel’s thoughts, which spikes my worry again. At the curb, two men are loading an elderly red-haired woman into an ambulance on a stretcher. She looks vaguely familiar—either a Jewel resident or a frequent visitor.

      When I’m finally able to peer into Glitterby’s, I see Rigel speaking to Chief Willis. Relieved, I realize that’s why he hasn’t been sending any more thoughts my way. Reining in my impatience to get to his side, to touch him, I wait just outside the door until he’s done.

      “Hey,” he whispers when he’s finally allowed to join me out on the sidewalk. “We, um, need to talk. Dream Cream? Or the arboretum?”

      My anxiety spikes again as I try to decipher the emotion I’m getting from him. “Arboretum,” I decide. “We’ll have more privacy there. Hot chocolate can wait. Can you start filling me in on the way?”

      Throwing an arm around my shoulders, he gives a quick nod. Don’t want to say too much with all these people around, but…I think that woman might have been murdered. But not by Agatha Payton.

      I stare up at him, barely remembering to keep my feet moving forward. Murdered? Really? I heard people whispering, but it sounded like pure speculation.

      It mostly was. The timing did make it look like Agatha had something to do with it, but—don’t freak out, okay?—I think I was supposed to be the victim.

      Now I do stop walking. We’re well away from the throng around Glitterby’s now, so I force Rigel to look at me. “What? Why?” I say aloud. “Are you sure?”

      He shrugs. “Not sure, no. It’s possible the woman just had a heart attack. But if not, if it really was poison… Well, the thing she bit into was supposed to have been mine.”

      “Huh?” I frown at him, confused. “How about you tell me exactly what happened.”

      Rigel glances up and down Diamond Street, still busy with shoppers. “Let’s get to the arboretum first, okay?”

      Despite my impatience, I agree. Two minutes later we go through the archway into the acre or so of walled garden that marks the end of the commercial section of downtown Jewel. Even with the flowerbeds dormant under a dusting of snow and the trees bare of leaves, the arboretum feels special—our special place.

      Together, we walk to the green metal bench at the back where we’ve had so many crucial conversations in the past. I have a feeling this might be another one.

      “Okay. Start with why you were in Glitterby’s to begin with.”

      Rigel grimaces. “I wanted to keep this part secret, but…to pick up your present. I, uh, had them make something special for you.”

      “Aw!” I go up on my toes to kiss him on the cheek. “That’s so sweet! But you don’t have to tell me what it is. Just what happened after you got there.”

      With a nod and a crooked smile as we sit down on “our” bench, he continues. “Old Agatha Payton and this woman, Ethel Ann Something, were already snarking at each other when I walked in. I got the impression they do that regularly.”

      “Ah, it must have been Ethel Ann Riverton, then. I thought she looked familiar. According to Aunt Theresa, Ethel Ann and Agatha have been ‘bosom enemies’ since Aunt Theresa was a girl—so at least forty years. I’ve met her once or twice and she was pretty unpleasant—not that I’d have wished this on her, of course!”

      “Me either,” Rigel agrees. “Though like I said, it’s possible she just had a badly timed heart attack.”

      I can tell he doesn’t believe that. “So what happened next? Why do you think she might have been poisoned?”

      “Agatha was giving away little bags of…beignets, I think she called them? With every purchase.”

      I nod. “She does that every year at the holidays. They’re delicious.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” Rigel shrugs. “Anyway, this Ethel Ann made a crack dissing them, so Agatha didn’t want to give her any. But then she made such a stink about it, Agatha gave her the bag that was sitting on top of the present I’d come to pick up—the bag that had my name on it. Agatha was just promising to get me some fresher ones from the back when Ethel Ann suddenly collapsed.”

      Now I’m confused again. “But…did she actually eat a beignet first?”

      “Sort of. She opened the little crinkly bag, pulled out one of the doughnut things and stuck it in her mouth, then immediately grabbed her chest and fell down in a heap. I…I think she might have been dead before she even hit the floor. Pretty sure no regular Earth poison could have acted that fast. I don’t think she even had time to swallow.”

      “Then…you think something on the beignet, or maybe inside the bag itself, is what killed her? Maybe the same toxin that killed Enid and that Echtran assassin before they could talk? Our Scientists up in Dun Cloch did say that whatever that stuff is, just a scratch from it can be instantly fatal. It’s what almost killed Molly last month, too.”

      Rigel looks grim. “And you, last year. When that same guy attacked you right before Homecoming. Yeah. At least…it could have been.”

      “So if Ethel Ann hadn’t interfered—” I break off in horror, imagining Rigel on that stretcher instead.

      I start to shiver as it hits me how close I came to losing him. Again. Rigel puts a comforting arm around me, but that’s not enough. Flinging my arms around his neck, I plaster my mouth over his, needing that extra reassurance that he’s still here, still alive, still mine.

      After a startled second, Rigel responds just as passionately. For a minute or two, all fear, mine and his, is swamped by our feelings for each other and the surge of strength and vitality kissing always gives us, thanks to our bond.
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